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The claim that the words for, and, nor, but, or, yet, and so (FANBOYS) 
constitute a complete list of English coordinating conjunctions is examined though syntactic analysis and found wanting. This analysis is presented as an illustration of the need for teachers constantly to question the choice of material that we present to our students and our reasons for presenting it.
En Anglais, on prétend que les mots for, and, nor, but, or, yet et so, qui forment la mnémotechnique FANBOYS, constituent la liste complète des conjonctions de coordination en anglais. Notre analyse syntaxique a révélé que ce n'était pas le cas.
Nous la présentons afin d'illustrer l'importance pour nous les enseignants de constamment remettre en question le choix de matière que nous présentons à nos élèves et les raisons qui nous poussent à la présenter.
The first time I walked into the college writing center, FANBOYS was pasted in large letters across one wall. What in the world were FANBOYS? The writing center coordinator characterized the thinking behind the FANBOYS mnemonic for me as follows: "A comma and a coordinating conjunction (for, and, nor, but, or, yet, and so exclusively) work together as a meaningful semicolon: they join independent clauses that retain their independence once so joined. Subordinate conjunctions like because introduce dependent clauses that stay dependent. The structural distinction is an important one as it impacts among other things on punctuation" (Franc Jamieson, personal communication, May 17, 2005) .
1
Although I did not know it at the time, this view is echoed in scores of college composition textbooks on writing (Folse, Muchmore-Vokoun, & Vestri Solomon, 2004; Kennedy-Isern, 2001; Werier, Scarry, & Scarry, 2002) . Rarely, though, do these textbooks provide argumentation or cite any linguistic studies to support the claim. It is merely taken as an axiom. Zwicky (2006) could be talking about exactly this point when he writes that it is no more than recitation of a piece of a catechism, reproduced without understanding; a reader who takes it to be a claim about English and tries to test it will quickly come upon (counter)examples … and conclude that the claim is false, while everyone else will just memorize it as a definition and pass on, no wiser. This is the issue that I address here: the credulity with which linguistic claims are so often accepted or even embraced and the lack of any educational value behind how they are taught. I begin by arguing that FANBOYS as articulated above is a myth. Myths are fictions created to deal simply with a difficult and confusing world. They are shared by members of a certain community and to a certain extent identify that community. Myths can take on great import among the community of believers. Finally, they can serve a gatekeeping function, preserving power for those who know or "understand" the myths and denying those who do not. I think FANBOYS qualifies as a myth under each of these characteristics, and I use this myth as a parable to nudge our thinking about various other linguistic prescriptions and descriptions (Nunberg, 1997) .
The History of FANBOYS
Teachers of grammar and writing often rely heavily on traditional analyses, and it may be the case that FANBOYS has gained credibility through a long and venerable history. Then again, maybe not. The earliest attestation I have found of the FANBOY (sans S) mnemonic is a 1951 book called Learning to Write (Smith, Paxton, & Meserve, 1951) , and the wording there suggests that it was already widely used, whereas according to Hagen (2009) (Hopper & Craig, 1986) asserts, "the coordinating conjunctions are: and, but, or, nor, for, whereas, yet, so" (p. 6) (FANBOWYS). Brown (1953) claims, "The co-ordinating conjunctions are and, or, for, but and nor … Then, yet, so, thus, therefore, consequently, moreover, however and nevertheless are some common co-ordinating conjunctive adverbs" (pp. 182-183) (FANBO). The Elements of Style (Strunk, 1935) instructs us to place a comma before a conjunction introducing an independent clause. It then gives two examples-one with and and one with but-before continuing with the following prescript: "Two-part sentences of which the second member is introduced by as (in the sense of because), for, or, nor, and while (in the sense of and at the same time) likewise require a comma before the conjunction" (p. 4) (FANBOWA). Reed and Kellogg (1896) list and, as well as, but, whereas, neither, nor, and or (ANBOWNA Clearly, then, no historical consensus supports FANBOYS as the only "coordinating conjunctions." So which version is right? Which do I teach my students? We need to apply some syntactic analysis to discover the answers.
Lack of Coherence in FANBOYS
Perhaps the place to start is with the three words that seem to be common to all lists: and, or, but. These three are also considered prototypical 2 coordinators by most modern comprehensive grammars including The Oxford English Grammar (Greenbaum, 1996) , The Cambridge Grammar of the English Language (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002) , and The Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English (Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad, & Finegan, 1999) . 3 These three words share a number of properties. In particular, they (a) cannot occur contiguously; (b) are not subject to modification; (c) can conjoin constituents of all sizes from word, to phrase, to clause; and (d) link coordinates that are typically commutative.
It is worthwhile to consider which of these properties apply to for, yet, and so. The first property to examine is the inability of coordinators to appear contiguously. Here yet and so differ from core coordinators in that they can be paired with them. Consider the examples in 1. 1. a. *He went along, and but he felt uncertain.
b. He went along, and yet he felt uncertain. c. He went along, and so he felt uncertain. A second characteristic is that coordinators do not head phrases of any sort, which means that they cannot be modified. A noun phrase (NP), for example, can consist of an isolated noun, but it can also take an attributive modifier as in the NP happy days, where happy modifies days. In this respect, so, which can be modified by just, differs from the core coordinators.
Next, consider the property of being able to coordinate a wide range of constituents such as clauses, verb phrases (VPs), noun phrases, and adjectives. Each FANBOYS word can join clauses, but for, so, and yet are limited to specific clause types. Declarative content clauses, for example, can be conjoined by the core coordinators yet and so, but not for. 2. a. We hope (that) they change the law again so (that) they'll have a chance for freedom (Davies, 2008 The final property that we consider is that of coordinates being commutative. It is often possible to transpose the coordinates without changing the overall meaning. The same often holds for yet, but with so and for commutation is never possible.
a. I live in London and I go to Western. = I go to Western and I live in London.
b
. I live in London so I go to Western. ≠ I go to Western so I live in London. c. I live in London for I go to Western. ≠ I go to Western for I live in
London. Admittedly, other characteristic properties of coordinators are shared by some or all of the words in question (for, yet, and so, as well as other words and phrases, see below). Despite such overlap, so and for share few of the properties and are much more like prepositions with clausal complements (Huddleston, Payne, & Peterson, 2002) . And yet has much more in common with connective adverbs such as however, the main difference being that the position of yet (in the contrastive sense) is fixed clause initially, unlike most adverbs: 6. a. … I, therefore, need to buy some milk.
b. *… I, yet, need to buy some milk. In short, FANBOYS includes a number of marginal and noncoordinators better analyzed as adverbs or prepositions contrary to the claim that they are all coordinators.
Lack of Exhaustiveness in FANBOYS
Not only is the status of FANBOYS as a coherent set challenged by lack of homogeneity, it fails too in terms of exhaustiveness. Recall that the claim with regard to FANBOYS is that they exclusively and in conjunction with a comma work as a meaningful semicolon. In fact, other markers can work either in-dividually or with a comma to coordinate clauses, although as with for, so, and yet, these are not prototypical members of the coordinator class. Rather than attempt an exhaustive list, I give a number of examples. These are underlined in 7 below. Huddleston et al. (2002) 
The Comma Requirement
A second problem with the myth is the claim that "a comma and a co-ordinating conjunction … join independent clauses." In practice, this often means that students are told that they must use a comma with FANBOYS, and some teachers deduct marks for missing commas. I suppose it could be justified as a stylistic deviation, but several heavy punctuation styles use such commas regularly, and some lighter styles do not (Nunberg, Briscoe, & Huddleston, 2002) . Meyer (1987) , in a statistical study of a sub-corpus of the Brown corpus, found that the use of commas varied significantly in clausal coordination. In particular, he found that whereas 87% of the instances of and in such situations were preceded by a comma, the incidence was only 64% for or.
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In a cursory examination of college textbooks, I found numerous instances of clausal coordination with a coordinator, but no comma. A few examples are listed in 8. When I asked a number of college teachers, not ESL or writing teachers, to comment on the grammaticality of the sentences in 7 and 8, none mentioned a need for a comma before the coordinator.
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Of course, many people favor these commas, and as Bayparktar, Say, and Akman (1998) write, "independent clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction, such as and, or, but, etc., may be separated by a comma, if there is a risk of misreading" (p. 36).
9 Yet there are instances of clausal coordination where a comma simply gets in the way, especially with relatively short coordinates, as in 9. 9. a. Hurry, or we'll miss it.
b. I came, and he left.
Discussion
This leads to the question: What does teaching FANBOYS accomplish? Given the confusion among teachers between coordination and subordination, how can we expect students to tell the difference, and is it even relevant? How are students who have bought into the myth likely to deal with words such as although? Will they conclude that such words should not be preceded by a comma? Most importantly, if students are acculturated into the myth, will they be better writers? Will their other teachers or future employers notice a difference? Where did this myth come from? Most probably, some influential author suggested that meaning might be clarified by the insertion of a comma before FANBOYS. Later, perhaps this was misremembered as a rule rather than as a rule of thumb. Alternatively, maybe the original formulation was closer to: Where a dependent clause is followed by a coordinator and a clause that could be either dependent or independent, a comma before the coordinator signals that the second clause is independent.
10 This very limited observation might then have been overgeneralized. Yet how one arrives at FANBOYS as a list of coordinators is difficult to imagine.
Whatever its origin, the myth seems to have become part of teacher lore and been propagated through other use and writing books, their authors copying slavishly from those who came before. The reason for its staying power, though, is clear: like any good myth, it gives the faithful a comfortingly simple handhold in a confusing world-in this case, that of composition. To paraphrase Knoblauch and Brannon (1984) , it is extremely hard to teach students to be good writers; it is much easier to teach them the myth of FANBOYS.
I have found that many writing teachers, despite years of tertiary and postgraduate education, were unaware of the myth of FANBOYS until they began teaching college composition. Some have told me that this led to a certain amount of anxiety; how could they have missed this rule? But as they became acculturated into the college composition teaching culture, a few internalized the myth and now believe it to be both true and important for their students to learn.
Conclusion
Thus FANBOYS has taken on a mythical status far beyond its utility or basis in reality. College composition teachers are the intelligentsia (or priesthood) who know and control the myth, who propagate it to maintain the stability of the culture in which we have achieved a position of relative power, and who use it to impose conformity on the uninformed student laity.
However, it is not simply a matter of FANBOYS being used as a marker of acculturation that should trouble us. It is the lack of any real learning connected to "rules" of this sort. They are mere injunctions, exhortations-do! But more often don't! Really? Why? How? These are questions too rarely pondered in such situations. But what if we brought to bear the tools of grammatical analysis, asking, What would happen if we were to move constituents around, to substitute another word, to put the clause in the passive voice, or to subordinate the whole thing? What could we learn by searching for published instances of the construction in question, by looking at frequencies and genres? What indeed? Perhaps by wondering, observing, and experimenting, perhaps then we could take these issues not as shibboleths to deny entrance to the unwashed, but as entrances that open onto possibilities of investigation, not as dogma to be swallowed whole, but as parables to be prodded and poked and considered as we struggle to find just the right way to compose our thoughts.
Notes
9 In fact, as Truss (2004) observes of commas, "When it comes to improving the clarity of a sentence, you can nearly always argue that one should go in; you can nearly always argue that one should come out" (p. 80). 10 Consider the change in meaning caused by the insertion of a comma before and in Karla Homolka's post-prison statement during a Radio-Canada interview, "I don't want people to think I am dangerous and I'm going to do something to their children" (CTV News, July 5, 2005) .
